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Abstract
How could labour be mobilized for the production of agricultural commodities in colonial
lands? This question was discussed by European powers on many occasions between 1895
and 1930, within the International Colonial Institute (ICI). Three key phases and issues can
be identified in these debates relating to Africa: the recruitment of Indian indentured labour
(1895–1905); the recruitment and management of indigenous peoples as paid labourers
(1905–1918); and the mobilization of indigenous smallholder agriculture (1918–1930). During
the whole period under study, the use of constraint, and its legitimacy, appear as a permanent
feature of ICI debates. Associated first with European plantations, the use of force became a
means to mobilize native farmers in accordance with the conceptions of colonial administra-
tions regarding good agricultural practices. In addition, the ICI’s vision of colonial realities
evolved from an out-of-date position during the first and second phases to a forward-looking
one during the third phase, albeit one quite unrealistic in the scope of its ambition.
Introduction
In their famous book Tensions of empire, Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler wonder
about the circulation of colonial knowledge between different empires. They call for further
research on the issue, asking:
To what extent – and by what processes – did the knowledge of individual empires
become a collective imperial knowledge, shared among colonizing powers? Was there
* Research for this article was funded by Agence Nationale de la Recherche (ANR) – the French National
Research Agency for the Programme Agriculture et De´veloppement Durable, project Normes ANR-06-
PADD-013.
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ever a language of domination, crossing the distinct metropolitan politics and linguist-
ics barriers of French, English, Spanish, German, and Dutch? Should we be looking
toward a ‘‘modular’’ model of colonialism as Benedict Anderson has suggested for
the origin of nationalism?1
In this article, I try to answer these questions with regard to the issue of labour mobiliza-
tion in the field of export agriculture, a problem at the core of colonial policies. A number
of authors have addressed the question of inter-colonial exchanges around the issue of
labour, in particular by studying the activities of the League of Nations and the Interna-
tional Labour Organization.2 However, as Cooper himself underlines, the debates that
took place within these organizations remained very formal. Locked in ‘the framework of
the anti-slavery ideology of the late nineteenth century’, they were unable to examine the
‘social and political context of colonial labour’.3
To overcome these limitations, this article considers the activities and debates that took
place within the International Colonial Institute (ICI), a learned association rather than an
international organization. Located in Brussels, the ICI was created in 1894 as an interna-
tional scientific association, aiming to compile a comparative study of colonial regulations.
It was conceived by a European group of ‘colonial intellectuals’, notably Fransen van de
Putte (former Dutch minister of colonies), Dr A. P. van der Lith, (professor of colonial
law at the University of Leiden), Lord Reay (former governor of Bombay and under-secret-
ary of state for India), Major Thys (director of Belgian companies in the Congo), and
Camille Janssen (honorary governor-general of the Congo Free State). Their leader was
Joseph Chailley-Bert, a major figure in French colonial circles, who was the general secret-
ary of the Union Coloniale Franc¸aise for over twenty years and who edited La quinzaine
coloniale from 1897 to 1914.
The ICI’s membership was always limited, rising from a maximum of 70 at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century to some 150 in the 1920s, and it was selected with a view
to obtaining a fair representation of the different colonial powers. Important figures and
high-ranking officials were members, among them many former governors and colonial
ministers: Maurice Delafosse, Lord Lugard, Bernhard Dernburg (former German state sec-
retary of colonies), Camille Janssen (former governor of the Congo Free State), and
Friedrich von Lindequist (former governor of German South-West Africa and former colo-
nial sub-secretary).
In practical terms, the ICI undertook two main activities. On the one hand, it orga-
nized periodic meetings, every year or every other year, dealing with various topics related
to colonial administration and laws. On the other hand, it published a series of reports
and studies entitled La bibliothe`que coloniale internationale, which aimed at collecting
1 Frederick Cooper, and Ann L. Stoler, ‘Between metropole and colony: rethinking a research agenda’, in
Frederick Cooper and Ann L. Stoler, eds., Tensions of empire: colonial cultures in a bourgeois world,
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997, p. 13.
2 Antony Anghie, ‘Colonialism and the birth of international institutions: sovereignty, economy, and the
mandate system of the League of Nations’, International Law and Politics, 34, 3, 2002, pp. 513–632;
R. M. Douglas, Michael D. Callahan, and Elizabeth Bishop, Imperialism on trial: international oversight
of colonial rule in historical perspective, Oxford: Lexington Books, 2006.
3 Frederick Cooper, Decolonization and African society: the labour question in French and
British Africa, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, pp. 25–31.
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and disseminating laws, regulations, treaties, and other official documents that were likely
to be of interest to the different colonies. The ICI survived the First World War, despite
the absence of energetic German representatives, but its activities decreased progressively
through the 1930s, owing to increasing tensions in Europe. Its final session was held in
1939, without the French representatives and in the presence of only two British represen-
tatives.4
The International Colonial Institute has been poorly studied, although its existence has
been frequently mentioned.5 To my knowledge, no in-depth analysis has yet been published
of its activities, publications, and influence. In this article, I propose to analyse how the issue
of labour mobilization for agriculture was discussed in the ICI between 1895 and 1930. The
topic was of great importance to the ICI, for the first three volumes of the Bibliothe`que
coloniale internationale were dedicated to it.
Trying to answer Cooper and Stoler’s question regarding the circulation of ideas
between European colonial powers, I first argue that, between 1895 and 1930, the ICI
offered a place and a process to transform the ‘knowledge of individual empires into collect-
ive imperial knowledge’ on the issue of agricultural labour. Second, I show that three phases
can be distinguished regarding the content of these debates, and these are discussed in turn
in this article. From 1895 to 1905, the focus was on the recruitment of Asian indentured
labour; from 1905 to 1918, the emphasis shifted to the means of recruiting indigenous peo-
ples as paid labour; from 1918 to 1930, the mobilization of peasant agriculture came to the
fore. Third and finally, I point to a growing discrepancy between ICI debates and colonial
practices, in terms of how labour was actually employed in export agriculture. The focus
of the analysis lies on tropical Africa, because the timing of colonization and the importance
of European settlement differed greatly in North and South Africa. However, the question
of Asian workers opened up discussions in geographical terms to India and China, and
members of the ICI regularly drew on experiences in parts of the colonial world elsewhere
in the tropics.
Producing in Africa without Africans:
in search of the Asian ‘coolie’
Labour issues dominated the early years of the ICI. An initial debate took place during the
opening session, held in The Hague in 1895, with the theme of ‘Labour and work contracts
4 In 1948, the ICI became the Institut des Sciences Politiques et Sociales Applique´es aux Pays de
Civilisations Diffe´rentes (Institute of Political and Social Sciences Applied to Countries with Different
Civilizations) and later the Institut International des Civilisations Diffe´rentes (International Institute of
Different Civilizations). The latter arranged for intercultural exchanges, and disappeared in 1982, owing
to a lack of resources.
5 See for example Emmanuelle Saada, ‘Penser le fait colonial a` travers le droit’, Mil Neuf Cent: Revue
d’Histoire Intellectuelle, 27, 1, 2009, pp. 103–16; Romain Bertrand, ‘Histoire d’une ‘‘re´forme morale’’
de la politique coloniale des Pays-Bas: les Ethicites et l’Insulinde (vers 1880–1930)’, Revue d’Histoire
Moderne et Contemporaine, 54, 4, 2007, pp. 86–116; Gary Wildern, ‘Colonial ethnology and political
rationality in French West Africa’, History and Anthropology, 14, 3, 2003, pp. 219–52; Ann L. Stoler,
‘Sexual affronts and racial frontiers: European identities and the cultural politics of exclusion in colonial
Southeast Asia’, in Avtar Brah and Annie E. Coombes, eds., Hybridity and its discontents: politics,
science, culture, London: Routledge, 2000, pp. 19–56.
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in the colonies’. Reports giving an account of the legislation in force in the French, Ger-
man, and Dutch colonies were presented, followed by a provisional general report and a
debate.
Van der Lith presented the general report, which was based on a distinction between
‘colonies with a sufficient native population’, and ‘colonies with an insufficient native popu-
lation’. For the first category, he supported the introduction of a legal framework protecting
the interests of workers and planters, with a strong emphasis on the ‘obligation to work’ of
the indigenous population and the establishment of legal sanctions to guarantee compliance
with workers’ commitments. The case of colonies with an insufficient indigenous popula-
tion occupied twice as much space in the report. Van der Lith began the second part of
his presentation by emphasizing the fact that insufficient labour could also be observed in
densely populated colonies where local people were ‘reluctant to do any form of work’, cit-
ing the example of New Guinea.
The debate that followed focused on the employment of Asian ‘coolies’. The first ele-
ment of the discussion was the role to be played by states in their recruitment. A clear con-
sensus emerged concerning the need for a regulatory action, both on departure and arrival,
to protect the interests of the workers and to avoid ‘excesses’, which could give rise to the
prohibition of migration. The issue of the signing of an international treaty was raised in
connection with China, which was considered a ‘half-civilized’ country with an unreliable
government. This was followed by a discussion on the means of transforming indentured
labourers, or at least some of them, into permanent colonists.
The 1897 meeting, held in Berlin, provided an opportunity to review the problem of
indentured labourers. An international treaty, linking countries with a labour surplus to
those with a labour deficit, was deemed to be necessary. The idea emerged after Elout
van Soeterwoude, a doctor of law in the Netherlands, suggested that the following question
be examined: ‘What are the means of peopling the colonies, in particular the Western colon-
ies, where the abolition of slavery has eliminated the labour supply?’6 Karl von der Heydt,
president of the German East Africa Company and member of the Colonial Council,
asserted that a ‘major conflict of interest’ existed between the colonizing states with a sur-
plus labour supply and those with insufficient labour. The ICI should therefore draft an
international agreement facilitating migration. The participants present at this session
decided unanimously to appoint van der Lith as general reporter, supported by von der
Heydt as assistant reporter, to make progress on this project, with a view to examining it
at the subsequent session.
It was therefore during the 1899 session that the main discussions took place concerning
an international treaty on indentured labour. As agreed during the 1897 session, the debates
were introduced by a report prepared by van der Lith and von der Heydt, entitled ‘Report
for the preparation of a draft international agreement facilitating the engagement of work-
ers destined for colonies with insufficient labour’. In their introduction to the report, the
authors specified that the draft agreement only concerned inter-colonial migration. It did
not concern migrants who, in their own words, came from ‘countries inhabited by savages,
still independent with no regular government and not submitting to the law of nations as it
6 ICI, Compte rendu de la session tenue a` Berlin les 6 et 7 septembre 1897, Brussels: ICI, 1897, p. 71.
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has been developed in European nations’.7 Furthermore, the authors considered that China,
while enjoying a regular government, presented a special case, resulting from the lack of
concern on the part of its government for these matters.
Far from being a pre-draft agreement, the document was presented as a series of ques-
tions, which members of the ICI were invited to debate: on what conditions could the coun-
try of enlistment limit the recruitment of ‘coolies’? Who should conduct the enlistment?
What role should the governments of the two concerned countries play? Should the agree-
ment deal with the transport of workers? Which court of law should handle deviant beha-
viour on the part of either ‘coolies’ or planters?
The subsequent discussion took a strange turn. In the absence of the two reporters,
detained in their own countries for medical reasons, the dossier was taken up by a certain
Chevalier Descamps, a Belgian senator. He came out very quickly with doubts concerning
the feasibility of such an agreement, and suggested that the organization of the report in
the form of a questionnaire indicated that the reporters felt similar doubts. Descamps
claimed that no country would agree to sign a convention limiting its freedom to restrict
or prohibit emigration. Instead of an international treaty, the Belgian senator proposed dis-
cussing ‘a draft standard regulation concerning the use of foreign labour in the colonies’.
The idea was to put forward a regulatory model, or, to quote one of the participants, a
set of ‘specifications’, which each country could adapt and adopt in the form of a law.
This shift in objective was quickly and unanimously approved.
Descamps then submitted to the members of the ICI a draft standard regulation drawn
up on the basis of existing treaties between Britain and France, and between Britain and
the Netherlands. Descamps’ project proposed to submit the recruitment of labourers in a
given colony to the prior authorization of the government of that colony. The authorization
would specify the terms and conditions of recruitment: places, times, duration, and person-
nel. The project then proposed creating enlistment managers, approved by the authorities of
the two countries concerned, and endowed with permits defining recruitment zones, recruit-
ment periods, and conditions of recruitment offered to workers. It proposed that recruit-
ment should always be governed by a contract specifying the duration of the indenture,
the financial and material conditions, the means of repatriation, and so forth. Finally it pro-
posed appointing inspectors to supervise the rights and interests of the labourers in each
country of indenture.
The Berlin session ended by agreeing to a ‘Draft regulation adopted by the ICI with a
view to using exotic labour in the colonies’. This followed an initial discussion concerning
the choice of the title and the status of the document. There was then a long debate about
the role of the involvement of government in the recruitment of indentured labourers, the
fate of the wives and children of indentured labourers, the existence and level of bonuses
for the renewal of indentures, and, finally, healthcare.
These initial debates on indentured labour reflected the influence of the French in the
young ICI, and, in France, the burdensome influence of the ‘old colonies’, Re´union, Marti-
nique, Guadeloupe, and French Guiana. Indeed, the different works published in France on
this theme in the last decade of the nineteenth century went no further than the analyses that
7 ICI, Compte rendu de la session tenue a` Bruxelles les 5, 6 et 7 avril 1899, Brussels: ICI, 1899, p. 43.
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Paul Leroy-Beaulieu had published twenty-five years earlier.8 According to Leroy-Beaulieu,
three types of colonies could be identified: commercial colonies, or comptoirs; agricultural
colonies intended for population by European settlers and the creation of self-sufficient eco-
nomies; and finally colonies with ‘facilities for the production of export commodities includ-
ing tropical lands supplying sugar, coffee or cocoa’. To prosper, this third type of colony
required ‘an artificial labour system – slavery, indentured immigration, such as coolies
from India or China or indentured servants in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or
the deportation of criminals and the assignment of convicts’.9
For authors writing about the situation of the new African colonies at the end of the
nineteenth century, the usual model was the plantation colony. Madagascar, together
with New Caledonia, were considered to be exceptions, as they could be settled by French
people.10 These authors mention the three forms of labour listed by Leroy-Beaulieu: slaves,
indentured workers, and prisoners. However, at the end of the nineteenth century traffick-
ing had been prohibited, slavery had been abolished in the old colonies, and the European
powers were officially fighting slavery across Africa.11 As the number of convicts was lim-
ited, Asian indentured labour was seen as the solution to the problem of labour on Euro-
pean plantations. For advocates of a recourse to indentured labour, especially the French,
this ‘solution’ had allowed some of the old colonial possessions specializing in plantations
to be ‘saved’. The best demonstration of this was the comparison between British Mauritius
and French Re´union. Between 1840 and 1860, Mauritius benefited by importing almost half
the total of indentured labourers sent abroad.12 This influx enabled it to outdistance its rival
island by far, despite the fact that Re´union, benefiting from a delay of ten years in the aboli-
tion of slavery, had almost succeeded in reaching the same level of production as its neigh-
bour by the end of the 1830s.13
Access to Asian labour was nevertheless regulated, and often hampered, by the introduc-
tion of restrictive measures concerning the departure of indentured labourers. The British
authorities adopted a highly interventionist stance with regard to the migration of Indian
workers. Ten years after the first departures for Mauritius in 1829, the government of India
8 Paul Leroy-Beaulieu, De la colonisation chez les peuples modernes, Paris: Guillaume et Cie, Libraires,
1874. For later examples see Henri Blondel, Le re´gime du travail et la colonisation libre dans nos
colonies et pays de protectorat, Paris: Berger-Levrault et Cie, 1896 ; Rene´ Robin, ‘La question de la main
d’oeuvre dans les colonies d’exploitations franc¸aises’, doctoral thesis, Faculte´ de Droit de l’Universite´ de
Paris, 1899; Andre´ Ducheˆne, ‘Le proble`me actuel de la main d’oeuvre dans les Colonies’, in Congre´s
International Colonial, Paris, 1900, pp. 561–76; Joseph Imbart de la Tour, Franc¸ois Dorvault, and Henri
Lecomte, Les colonies franc¸aises: re´gime de la proprie´te´, re´gime de la main d’oeuvre, l’agriculture aux
colonies, Paris: Augustin Challamel, 1900.
9 Leroy-Beaulieu, De la colonisation, p. 578.
10 See for example Blondel, Re´gime.
11 The 1890 Brussels Anti-slavery Conference gave birth to the General Act for the Repression of the
African Slave Trade and more generally clearly established the illegitimacy of slavery. See Suzanne Miers,
Britain and the ending of the slave trade, London: Longman Group Ltd, 1975.
12 David Northrup, Indentured labor in the age of imperialism, 1834–1922: studies in comparative world
history, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.
13 Brian Mitchell, International historical statistics: Africa, Asia and Oceania 1750–2005, Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.
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prohibited emigration for the first time.14 It was authorized again in 1843 for Mauritius,
and in 1845 for the West Indies, under the supervision of government officials.
In 1860 and 1862, in the wake of several scandals concerning African slaves thinly dis-
guised as indentured labourers, France signed two treaties with the United Kingdom, giving
the French colonies the possibility to recruit in British India. In return, the French govern-
ment undertook to stop imports of African labour, and to put an end to the practice of
the monetary ‘redemption’ of slaves.15 It also granted British agents the right to check the
regularity of recruitment and transport operations, obliging commercial firms to sign service
contracts in India, rather than upon arrival in the colonies. Finally, it required an inspection
of the boats transporting the indentured labourers, conducted by a commission including a
British consular official.16
These treaties, which authorized the British government to prohibit migration to certain
destinations if the conditions were suspected to be sub-standard, only temporarily stabilized
flows to French colonies. In 1868, citing the excessively high rate of mortality in French
Guiana, the Indian government suspended migration to this destination, and cancelled it
completely in 1876. The same year, following an investigation conducted by an interna-
tional commission, the same government demanded a number of measures guaranteeing
the welfare of Indian migrants to Re´union, on pain of prohibiting migration to the island.
Despite several years of negotiation, planters in Re´union never agreed to grant the English
consul the right to visit the plantations and veto re-recruitment contracts. The British gov-
ernment carried out its threat and, in 1882, effectively prohibited migration to Re´union,
before extending this ban to the French West Indies in 1888.
In reality, the ‘draft regulation adopted by the ICI with a view to using exotic labour in
the colonies’ had no significant influence on regulations regarding indentured labour, even in
the case of the restrictive emigration policy adopted by the Government of India. It is true
that a new agreement was negotiated between France and Britain in 1897, but it was never
ratified, owing to a radical difference of opinion concerning the nationality of the descen-
dants of indentured labourers and their obligations in terms of military service.17 Repeated
attempts by the French government to re-establish Indian migration to Re´union met a final
refusal from the British government in 1911. The next year, the German government, in
search of labour for its colony in German South-West Africa, suffered the same setback.18
Indeed, the ICI’s deliberations regarding indentured labour suffered from an inherent
weakness – the near absence of British colonials in the debate. Surprisingly, nobody men-
tioned Britain during ICI debates, in either the presentation of the problem or in the proposed
solutions, even though the issue was dependent on London’s decisions. Indeed, the ICI
enjoyed very little success in generating interest in its work among British participants, despite
the best efforts of its secretary general. Lord Reay was the only Briton to participate in the
14 Hugh Tinker, A new system of slavery: the export of Indian labour overseas, 1830–1920, London:
Hansib, 1993, p. 69.
15 The´odore Lascade, De l’organisation du travail de la terre aux colonies franc¸aises, Paris: Imprimerie
de E. Brie`re, 1872.
16 Imbart de la Tour, Dorvault, and Lecomte, Colonies franc¸aises, p. 143.
17 Ibid., p.160.
18 Tinker, New system, p. 327.
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Brussels session. This absence of British participation certainly facilitated the achievement of a
consensus on a ‘draft regulation’ within the ICI, but it meant that the draft was of no value.
In defence of the ICI, it must be said that the question of employing foreign or alien
labour was a recurrent one in the history of plantations, and was largely independent of
the size of the existing populations in regions where plantations were established. In effect,
reliance on foreign workers was intrinsically linked to the model of labour management.
European plantations in the tropics were initially founded on the employment of slave
labour, with a work discipline based on surveillance and constraint. To limit the possibilities
for flight, planters prevented relations, contacts, and links with the local population and
local resources. From this standpoint, characterizing ‘native’ populations as being unfit
for work was not specific to the colonial situation in Africa. The same form of disqualifica-
tion could be observed in numerous other colonial contexts. It was a ‘major fault’ of any
population in its own location, which forms of migration were supposed to eliminate.
Once the slave trade had been banned, and once slavery itself had been abolished, the
immigration of indentured labourers seemed to offer a solution to ensure the survival and
expansion of European plantations in the former colonies of the Atlantic and Indian Ocean
during the second half of the nineteenth century.
However, by focusing on indentured labour, the ICI was clearly fighting a rearguard
action. At the time of the creation of the ICI, Indian indentured labour was almost dead
already, at least as a source of labour for non-British colonies. Moreover, the combined
opposition of migrants of European origin in Australia and South Africa to imports of
‘coolies’, and of Indian nationalists to the emigration of workers, led to the system being dis-
mantled even in the British empire. Increasingly restrictive measures concerning indentured
labourers, introduced to satisfy European settlers, simultaneously increased protests by
Indian nationalists. According to David Northrup, 255,000 indentured labourers were
‘imported into Africa, primarily between 1890 and 1910’.19 This represented about 12%
of the indentured labourers employed around the world between 1830 and 1920. Among
them, 152,000 came from India and were, in their vast majority, employed in sugar produc-
tion in Natal. In addition, political pressures in China reduced the flow from there. Asian
indentured labour was thus not a solution for the European plantations of colonial Africa.
The gradual disappearance of access to the reservoir of Indian and Chinese labour rarely
called into question the presupposition that production should be organized on large Euro-
pean-owned plantations. It was merely clear that labour could only be provided locally, or,
in other words, that each colony should find the workforce necessary to the expansion of
plantations within its own borders. Between 1890 and 1900, competition between colonies
provoked the implementation of policy measures restricting the emigration of natives from
many colonial territories (Cameroun 1887, Coˆte d’Ivoire 1894, Senegal 1895, Congo 1899,
Madagascar 1897, Togo 1891). The paper presented by A. Ducheˆne, head of the African
Department in the French Ministry of Colonies, to the 1900 Congress of the ICI exemplified
this situation:
There is an obviously striking fact: native immigration grows more and more limited
and scarce, to such a point that it will soon become impossible. Obstacles do not arise
19 Northrup, Indentured labor.
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only between Powers any more, each of them willing to save, for its own possessions’
development, the workforce available in the territories that they have conquered. This
phenomenon now occurs between the colonies belonging to the same Power; it is
acute enough to make us consider as fanciful what we once called, as a possible solu-
tion to the labour problem, inter-colonial assistance . . . Colonies have to take good
account of it and rely on themselves from now on. Immigration and its sophisticated
rules will soon become a faded memory.20
Transforming African Natives into wage
workers for European plantations
At the turn of the twentieth century, entrepreneurs and colonial officials progressively rea-
lized that they had to find ways to recruit and retain local labourers for European planta-
tions, and that the use of physical constraint appeared to be essential to solve the
problem.21 A muted debate on the use of constraint to mobilize ‘native’ labour was first
observed within the ICI as early as 1895, and it continued during the two subsequent ses-
sions, in 1897 and 1899.
The first point of debate concerned the best means of encouraging people to come to
work on plantations. This meant making work on plantations essential to the survival of
the labourers, and possibly even of their families. The debates surveyed different methods.
Recruitment from far away, if the territory was sufficiently large and heterogeneous (both
socially and ecologically), limited the possibilities of escaping to a life of self-sufficiency.
This was a kind of internal indenture. Major Thys, director of many Belgian companies in
the Congo, often reiterated the lessons learned from building the railway in the Congo
Free State.22 Another method was land expropriation, accompanied or not by the creation
of reservations, although this was more typical of settler Africa. It was possible to prohibit
the cultivation of food crops, or even to destroy them, as reported by van der Lith with
regard to Surinam.23 Chiefs could be intermediaries, a practice described with regard to
recruitment for a plantation in the Congo Free State by Diderrich, former head of the
Department of Agriculture, in a very direct manner: ‘Recruitment was absolutely free on
the part of the natives with regard to us, although it was imposed by the chiefs. The entire
policy of the Congo state consists in recognizing the supremacy of the chief.’ He added a lit-
tle later: ‘We resorted to a labour tax; the chiefs accepted it in good faith and when they
gave us this labour in compliance with their right, we accepted the means they used.’24
Taxation, the least coercive method, was presented by Count von Go¨etzen, lieutenant in
20 Ducheˆne, ‘Proble`me actuel’, p. 566.
21 See, for example, William G. Clarence-Smith, ‘Cocoa plantations and coerced labor in the Gulf of
Guinea’, in Martin A. Klein, ed., Breaking the chains: slavery, bondage, and emancipation in Modern
Africa and Asia, Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993, pp. 150–71.
22 ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1897; ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1899.
23 ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1897, p. 218.
24 ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1899, pp. 70 and 105.
T H E I N T E R N A T I O N A L C O L O N I A L I N S T I T U T E & A F R I C A N L A B O U R j
j487
http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1740022810000239
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Open University Libraryy, on 22 Dec 2016 at 22:52:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
the 2nd Uhlan of the guard in Berlin, during the 1899 session. Established per hut or per
head, it could be paid in labour, produce, or money. This tax was ‘a humane and very
fair solution because part of the tax would be used to the benefit of the natives’.25
A second set of questions pivoted around how to prevent labourers from leaving planta-
tions, and the criminalization of breaches of contract was the main question debated during
the 1895 session. The question was: ‘Does a breach of contract represent an offence?’ The
answer was a unanimous ‘yes’, if occasionally in a somewhat roundabout way. Recourse
to penal sanctions was justified, since work was redemptive. More narrowly, ‘natives’
were not subject to general jurisdiction, thereby making a civil trial impossible. Alterna-
tively, they had no possessions, thereby excluding the payment of damages and interests
to the employer.
The debate on the use of constraint in the management of labourer on plantations only
re-emerged in 1912, this time with a totally new tone. The 1912 Brussels session of the
ICI included a long discussion on the ‘Regulation of natives’ work in the colonies’, which
was introduced by the representation of a report written by Camille Janssen, who had
been the secretary general of the ICI since its creation.26 More importantly, he had been
general administrator, and then governor-general, of the Congo Free State from 1887 to
1891.
Janssen, who conducted a review of the different laws relating to the employment of
‘natives’, emphasized the aspects ensuring the protection of workers, and drew from this a
series of theses intended to guide labour regulations. Compared to the spirit of the debates
held previously within the framework of the ICI, his position appeared to be resolutely pro-
gressive. Janssen wanted legislation to ensure that all forced recruitment was avoided. On
this first point, he suggested abolishing the bonuses paid to recruiters in proportion to the
number of individuals recruited. He also fought the involvement of governments in the pro-
cess of recruitment, considering that this tended to give recruitment an obligatory nature,
and he fought for the principle of a contract being signed at the place of recruitment. Fur-
thermore, Janssen wanted workers to be able to break their contract, on condition that
they covered their repatriation costs, and, in certain cases, provided the employer with com-
pensation. Most importantly, he condemned the use of corporal punishment: ‘Corporal
punishment must never be inflicted by the master, and it is also desirable that corporal pun-
ishment be entirely abolished in all colonies.’27 He also rejected forced labour: ‘The natives
cannot under any pretext be forced to work, and forced labour must be prohibited.’28
Finally, he suggested the creation of arbitration councils, and the appointment of labour
inspectors.
In the debate that followed Janssen’s introductory presentation, opposition was voiced
to his views on coercion, notably concerning the use of corporal punishment and the obliga-
tion to work. Several German delegates were in this camp, including Dr Anton, professor at
25 Ibid., p. 137.
26 ICI, Compte rendu de la session tenue a` Bruxelles les 29, 30 et 31 juillet 1912, Brussels: ICI, 1912,
pp. 232–310.
27 Ibid., p. 247.
28 Ibid., p. 248.
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the University of Jena, Dernburg, and von Lindequist. They spoke in defence of the ‘moral
obligation’ to work, the legitimacy of corporal punishment, and the efficiency of the
administration’s involvement in the recruitment of labourers for private companies. They
were supported by a Portuguese participant, the Count of Penha Garcia, who denounced
the negative coverage of Portuguese colonial policy in press campaigns, and the actions of
the Anti-slavery Society. Defence of the use of constraint also enjoyed the support of Hubert
Jerningham, former governor of Mauritius and Trinidad.
Others supported Janssen. Diderrich, who had become a member of the Belgian Colonial
Council, declared that the principles put forward by Janssen were the same as those adopted
by the Belgian government in 1910, with a view to regulating native labour in Congo, and
he argued the case for the immorality and inefficiency of coercion. He received the support
of another Belgian, Colonel Thys, and two Dutch participants, including Abendanon, the
former director of the Department of Public Education, Cults, and Industry in Batavia.
The other Dutchman, Cremer, added to the criticisms levelled by Janssen against corporal
punishment, emphasizing the danger that this represented for the mental health of those
Europeans practising it. In the course of this debate, the French were surprisingly quiet.
Chailley-Bert, usually so prominent, only intervened once, to defend the need for govern-
ment involvement in recruiting Indian labour.
One of the particularities of the 1912 meeting was to shed light on major divergences in
points of view, giving rise to verbal confrontations, the like of which had never before been
witnessed within the ICI. As one of the participants stressed: ‘How deeply our minds have
changed regarding our rights and duties towards the natives. We once all thought in the
same and radical way and this makes people say the Institute had a doctrine. This is no longer
the case today.’29 The 1912 ICI session also revealed national divisions that were not pre-
viously so noticeable, with all the participants of a given country defending the same position.
Contributing to the 1912 debate on coercion was the shadow of an earlier colonial scan-
dal, concerning the collection of wild rubber in the Congo Free State, ruled by King Leopold
of the Belgians.30 The policy of the forced delivery of rubber was the object of a long cam-
paign of denunciation in Europe and the United States. It resulted in 1908 in the transforma-
tion of the Free State into a Belgian colony. Diderrich emphasized at the ICI session of 1912
that this event represented a ‘veritable revolution for the Belgian colonial milieu’. It also
made the Congo a sort of laboratory in the field of ‘native policies’.
A second colonial scandal, relating to cocoa plantation in Sa˜o Tome´ and more broadly
to conditions of recruiting and employing workers in Portuguese colonies, influenced the
debates of 1912. Indeed, this scandal even led some to question the earlier consensus
on the virtues of the European plantation model. During the early years of the century,
several reports had shed light on the slavery practices observed in the recruitment and
work conditions of Angolan and other labourers working on the island plantations of
Sa˜o Tome´ and Prı´ncipe.31 A boycott was thus organized by English and German choc-
29 Ibid., p. 271.
30 Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s ghost: a story of greed, terror, and heroism in Colonial Africa,
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1998.
31 Auguste Chevalier, Le cacaoyer dans l’Ouest African, Paris: A. Challamel, 1908; James Duffy, A
question of slavery, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967; Clarence-Smith, ‘Cocoa plantations’.
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olate makers.32 This led the Portuguese authorities to promulgate a number of reforms,
especially once the Republican Revolution of 1910 had brought a new set of radical poli-
ticians to office. However, they remained defensive about their country’s earlier record,
and were prepared to resort to importing forced labour into Sa˜o Tome´ from Mozambique
and Angola.33
Indeed, after more than fifteen years of work, the ICI remained far from producing any
‘modular model of colonialism’, at least regarding the mobilization of labour for export
agriculture. A rapid examination of tropical Africa’s main agricultural exports reveals that
diversity prevailed over homogeneity. At least six types of labour situation can be roughly
distinguished. The first was forced collection from the wild, typified by the Congo’s ‘red
rubber’ before 1908. Second, there were slave plantations, such as those growing cocoa in
Sa˜o Tome´ up to 1910. Third, there were European plantations depending on indentured
Asian labour, notably sugar estates in Natal and Mauritius. Fourth, there were European
plantations using constraint extensively for the recruitment of local peoples, for example
to grow sisal, cocoa, and coffee in German colonies. Fifth, there was administratively con-
strained indigenous farming, such as the first development or modernization schemes for
cotton in the Sudan and in German East Africa. Finally, there was voluntary indigenous
farming, with its roots in the legacy of legitimate trade (e.g. palm products in Nigeria,
and groundnuts in Senegambia), which was most obvious along the new cocoa frontier in
the Gold Coast (Ghana).
Viewed from the metropolitan angle, one can say that, just before First World War, the
specific colonial histories of the different European nations involved in Africa clearly pre-
vailed over any tentative harmonization process conducted by the ICI. Portugal was only
just emerging from the times of slavery. France continued to dream of indentured labour
for its plantation entrepreneurs. Britain, educated by its Indian experience, benefited from
indigenous agricultural dynamism. Germany, a newcomer without colonial experience,
used violence extensively. Belgium, from 1908, sought a peaceful approach to replace the
traumas of the Congo Free State.
Table 1 shows how weak European production of agricultural commodities for world
markets remained in 1913, after some thirty years of modern colonialism. In terms of plan-
tations proper, only cocoa from Sa˜o Tome´ and Cameroun, and sisal from German East
Africa, made up a significant part of tropical Africa’s agricultural exports. European-grown
coffee was also of some significance in Kenya. However, the European stake was not limited
to the plantation sector. There was also the rubber exported from the Congo (before 1908),
and an emerging agro-industrial sector, consisting mostly of cotton exports from German
East Africa, Uganda, and the Sudan. When added together, commodities produced under
some form of European direction made up about 30% of African exports. Products from
various activities stimulated by legitimate trade still represented over 54% of tropical Afri-
ca’s agricultural exports. Indeed, this sector is clearly underestimated in this calculation, as
32 Lowell J. Satre, Chocolate on trial: slavery, politics, and the ethics of business, Athens, OH: Ohio
University Press, 2005.
33 William G. Clarence-Smith, ‘The hidden costs of labour on the cocoa plantations of Sa˜o Tome´ and
Principe, 1875–1914’, Portuguese Studies, 6, 1990, pp. 152–72.
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palm oil from Coˆte d’Ivoire and Dahomey (Benin), rubber from French Guinea and French
Congo, and ivory and hides from eastern Africa should be added. Booming cocoa cultiva-
tion in the Gold Coast (Ghana) represented the final 16% of the total.
The European stake was not only weak but was also threatened. The two jewels of
export agriculture in colonial Africa, Sa˜o Tome´ and the Congo, were under close scrutiny
because of their extensive use of violence. Sa˜o Tome´’s success story was more the swan-
song of the old Atlantic plantation complex than an illustration of the new European
Table 1. Main agricultural exports from African colonies in terms of value in 1913
Misc. currencies In 1,000 FF As % of the total
Cameroon In 1,000 Marks
Cocoa 5,718 7,053 1.8
German East Africa In 1,000 Marks
Coffee 931 1,148 0.3
Cotton 2,414 2,977 0.8
Sisal 10,710 13,210 3.4
Kenya In £1,000
Coffee 47 1,186 0.3
Uganda In £1,000
Cotton 359 9,061 2.4
Gold Coast In £1,000
Cocoa 2,489 62,847 16.3
Nigeria In £1,000
Cacao 157 3,962 1.0
Groundnuts 175 4,417 1.1
Palm kernels 3,110 78,496 20.4
Palm oil 1,854 46,794 12.1
Gambia In £1,000
Groundnuts 622 15,699 4.1
Sudan In £1,000
Cotton 152 3,836 1.0
Belgian Congo In 1,000 BF
Rubber 35,000 35,000 9.1
Sa˜o Tome´ In £1,000
Cocoa (1909/10) 1,610 40,652 10.5
Senegal In 1,000 FF
Groundnuts 59,229 59,229 15.4
Total 385,567 100
Sources: Information for Cameroon, German East Africa, Kenya, Uganda, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, the Sudan,
and the Belgian Congo taken from Mitchell, International historical statistics; information for the Gambia
taken from Kenneth Swindell and Alieu Jeng, Migrants, credit and climate: the Gambian groundnut trade,
1834–1934, Leiden: Brill, 2006; information on Sa˜o Tome´ taken from Francis Mantero,Manual labour in San
Thome´ and Principe, Lisbon: Printing office of the Annuario Commercial, 1910; information on Senegal taken
from James F. Searing, ‘God alone is king’: Islam and emancipation in Senegal: the Wolof kingdoms of Kajoor
and Bawol, 1859–1914, Portsmouth, NH: J. Currey, 2002. Exchange rates taken from Institut National de la
Statistique et des Etudes Economiques, Annuaire Statistique 1951, Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1952.
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colonialism.34 Congolese rubber was condemned not only by the opposition of the anti-
slavery movement but also by the overexploitation of wild sources of latex, and by the
looming threat from Southeast Asian plantations of Hevea brasiliensis.35
On the eve of the First World War, the results of thirty years of attempts to create Euro-
pean plantations in Africa, and forcefully to mobilize natives as labourers on these planta-
tions, were thus very disappointing. The performance of European plantations in sub-
Saharan Africa appears even worse when compared to plantations located in Asia. Accord-
ing to Hugh Tinker, in 1913 the value of exports to England alone represented 105 million
francs for Ceylon tea, almost 200 million francs for Indian tea, and about 280 million francs
for natural rubber from Malaysia and Ceylon.36 This compares with 65 million for all Euro-
pean plantations in Africa, including Sa˜o Tome´! European plantations in sub-Saharan
Africa were clearly no match for their Asian competitors, where production was soaring,
thanks, among other things, to a huge influx of ‘coolies’ from India and China.
The ‘native agriculture turn’ and the new
legitimacy of colonial constraint
The theme of native agriculture and its mobilization for export crops appeared very early in
the discussions of the ICI. At the 1899 meeting, during which a long discussion was devoted
to the issue of indentured labour, the following question was raised: ‘What are the most
practical means to be adopted in order to encourage the introduction and development of
new crops in the colonies?’ Diderrich mentioned bonuses given to ‘chiefs’ for planting cocoa
trees.37 Various other methods were discussed, such as the creation of experimental botan-
ical gardens, the distribution of seeds, and visits by agricultural inspectors. Once again,
however, debates focused on the use of constraint.
The issue of native agriculture then disappeared from the activities of the ICI for two
decades, before returning in force to be debated throughout the 1920s. It was initially
approached partially, and with caution, in the report presented to the 1921 session by Dan-
iel Zolla, professor at the Institut National Agronomique and author of several books, one
of which was entitled L’agriculture moderne, published in 1913. He was also secretary gen-
eral of the French Comite´ d’Action Agricole Coloniale. Zolla examined the ‘Methods to be
used to produce in the colonies the raw materials necessary for the homeland’. This was act-
ively and directly debated during several meetings of the ICI.
In 1922, it was decided that, during the subsequent session of the ICI, a debate would be
devoted more specifically to the ‘Extension of native agriculture in the tropical colonies’,
based on a report by E´mile De Wildeman. A Belgian, who worked from 1891 to 1931 at
the National Botanic Garden, De Wildeman never travelled to Africa, but he was a
34 Philip D. Curtin, The rise and fall of the plantation complex: essays in Atlantic history: studies in
comparative world history, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990.
35 Robert Harms, ‘The end of red rubber: a reassessment’, Journal of African History, 16, 1, 1975,
pp. 73–88.
36 Tinker, New system, p. 36 (English pounds converted into French francs).
37 ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1899, p. 119.
492 j
j
B E N O I T D A V I R O N
http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1740022810000239
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Open University Libraryy, on 22 Dec 2016 at 22:52:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
promoter of the ‘native agricultural path’ for several years. In 1909 and 1910, he was a
member of the Group of Colonial Study at the Solvay Institute (Brussels University), where
he met and worked with Camille Janssen, and where he elaborated most of the ideas pre-
sented in his 1923 report. At the 1924 session of the ICI, held in Rome, he presented a
report entitled ‘The intensive and rational extension of native agriculture’. The discussion
continued during the following session, held in The Hague in 1927, based on a new report
by De Wildeman. The decision was then taken to organize a vast survey concerning the
actions introduced in the different colonies, the results of which were presented and dis-
cussed in depth at the 1929 session, held in Brussels.
A broad consensus first emerged on the relevance and interest of mobilizing indigenous
agriculture for food production, which was intended for the local peoples themselves. The
nutritional situation of African populations, perceived as being poor, was very often the trig-
ger for the interest shown in indigenous agriculture. Malnutrition and depopulation were
two reasons why food production by ‘natives’ had to be increased. Some associate the emer-
gence of a protective vision regarding the indigenous population with the Mandate System of
the League of Nations.38 However, demographic arguments dated back to before the First
World War in the ICI’s discussions. Numerous accounts and declarations expressed concern
with population decline in various colonies and with the role of labour recruitment in this
development. This was the case, for example, in the central part of German South-West
Africa, ravaged by the consequences of the Herero War, as stated by Dernburg in the
1912 meeting of the ICI.39 Colonial bio-politics were emerging in Africa. Jules Harmand,
whose famous book Domination et colonisation was published in 1910, can be quoted here:
A conquering state policy is a production policy. It is exerted on both land and people.
On land, to expand its reachable and economically valuable area through civil engin-
eering, roads and railways, drains and irrigation canals, bridges and harbours, fast
communications, agronomic surveys, geography, and a land registry. On people, to
increase their number and activity by a fair, honest, domestic, and foresighted admin-
istration, through a good fiscal system, through education, aid, and public health too,
which puts in its hands, along with microbiology and sanitation, powerful means of
which our predecessors had no idea, and that are nowhere as promising as in tropical
regions.40
After 1918, demographic concerns grew deeper, as it appeared that the development of
the colonies would not be possible without population growth, whatever the strategy
adopted. European enterprises, too, needed more workers. To achieve this objective, it
was absolutely essential to improve the nutritional situation of indigenous peoples. It was
on the basis of these concerns that the question of native agriculture was first included on
the agenda of the ICI.
38 See for example Ve´ronique Dimier, ‘Le discours ide´ologique de la me´thode coloniale chez les Franc¸ais et
les Britanniques de l’entre-deux guerres a` la de´colonisation (1920–1960)’, Travaux et Documents du
CEAN, 39, 1998; eadem, Le gouvernement des colonies: regards croise´s franco-britanniques, Brussels:
Editions de l’Universite´ de Bruxelles, 2004; Anghie, ‘Colonialism’.
39 ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1912, p. 266.
40 Jules Harmand, Domination et colonisation, Paris: Flamarion, 1910, p.151.
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While a consensus was quickly reached on the need to promote the involvement of
‘natives’ in food production, positions were much wider regarding their involvement in
export agriculture. In various speeches, De Wildeman clearly defended a position favour-
able to indigenous farmers, going so far as to assert in the summary of the 1929 survey
that ‘natives’ were ‘called on to become genuine producers’.41 Numerous other Belgians
took up this position in the context of ICI debates.42 However, at the 1929 session of
the ICI, arguments in favour of ‘native’ agriculture encountered strong opposition from
supporters of French planters.43 Portuguese representatives were of the same negative
opinion.44
Three types of argument were put forward against the involvement of ‘native’ small-
holders in the production of export crops. The first and most traditional argument con-
cerned the comparative technical performances of European and indigenous agriculture.
In this domain, commentators cited output per hectare, quality, the regularity of supply to
processing units of perishable materials such as sugar cane and palm fruit, and health-
related risks. The second argument, also common, concerned the food security of ‘natives’.
The development of export crops by the indigenous population would be reflected in a fall
in the production of food and the need to import it, thereby threatening the nutritional sta-
tus of the populations. E´mile Baillaud demonstrated that the growth in West African
groundnut production resulted in an increase in rice imports from Indochina, and thus
argued in favour of European plantations.45 The final argument concerned the exposure
of natives to price instability and medium-term risk, which could lead to a sudden rejection
of the marketing of crops, with serious consequences for supplies of raw materials.46
For their part, the advocates of indigenous agriculture also developed three types of
argument. The first concerned the lack of labour available to work on European planta-
tions. Octave Louwers most explicitly defended this position. He asserted that it was not
a question of
claiming that, from a technical point of view, native agriculture has the same value as
European agriculture or is superior to it, rather that, taking all the elements of the
problem into account, they are equally profitable for the colonies. Moreover, they
have the advantage for many colonies of representing the type of value that is best sui-
ted to the current social status of the populations.47
41 ICI, Extension intensive et rationnelle des cultures indige`nes, Brussels: ICI, 1929.
42 See, for example, the declarations of Octave Louwers, responsible for colonial affairs at the Belgian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and secretary general of the ICI during the 1929 session.
43 Henri Sambuc, legal expert specializing in Indochina and member of the French Colonial Union; Emile
Baillaud, secretary general of the Colonial Institute of Marseille; Guy de la Motte Saint Pierre, Union of
Vanilla Planters of Madagascar, president of the Madagascan section of the French Colonial Union; du
Vivier de Streel, president of the French Equatorial Africa section within the French Colonial Union,
president of the Agriculture Department at the Upper Council of French Colonies, and future director of
the Colonial Exhibition
44 De Mello-Geraldes, professor of colonial agronomy at the Higher Agronomic Institute in Lisbon;
Vicente Ferreira, governor general of Angola.
45 ICI, Compte rendu de la session tenue a` Bruxelles les 24, 25 et 26 juin 1929, Brussels: ICI, 1929, p. 159.
46 See the speech by du Vivier de Streel at the 1929 ICI session, in ibid., p. 214.
47 Ibid., p. 251.
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The second argument referred quite simply to success stories of native export agricul-
ture. The cocoa industry of the Gold Coast was most frequently cited. Auguste Chevalier
was one of the first to notice that something new was happening in this colony.48 A paper
written in 1909 by W. S. Tudhope, director of agriculture in the Gold Coast, gave further
publicity to the native cocoa boom. He presented a report at the third International Con-
gress of Tropical Agriculture, organized in London in 1914.49 A French version was pub-
lished in 1919 by the Comite´ d’Action Agricole Coloniale.50 This was not the only
success story. Cocoa and groundnuts in Nigeria, cotton in Uganda, and coffee in Tangan-
yika were often cited with regard to the British colonies. The example of smallholder rubber
in the Dutch East Indies was also broadly discussed.51 With regard to the French empire, the
Senegalese groundnut industry was frequently cited as the perfect example of indigenous
capacity to produce an export crop successfully, for example in a speech by E´mile Baillaud
at the 1929 session of the ICI. Even in Coˆte d’Ivoire, despite a policy broadly favourable to
European plantations, the development of cocoa production by Africans, who largely domi-
nated agriculture in this territory, was recognized and praised.52
The third argument in favour of ‘native agriculture’ concerned the desire for imperial
autarky and the protection of national interests. These objectives formed the basis of the
report submitted in 1921 by Daniel Zolla under the title ‘Methods to be used to produce
in the colonies the raw materials necessary for the homeland’. Zolla began his introductory
speech at the 1921 ICI session by stating that ‘colonization is justified by the need of the
homeland to obtain raw materials’, which was a standard statement in colonial debates.
Zolla’s report cautiously suggested initiating an orientation toward indigenous agriculture.
As a transition, and perhaps as a tactic for the discussion, sharecropping was promoted,
with an explicit reference to the colonat paritaire of the French sugar island of Re´union.
However, the debate provided the opportunity for positions more explicitly supportive of
native agriculture to be expressed. Indeed, Zolla himself declared: ‘Native agriculture is
the aim that we must achieve’, and his sentiments were echoed by Auguste Chevalier and
Camille Janssen.53
A link between curbing raw-material shortages and the promotion of indigenous agricul-
ture had already been elaborated some years before, for it was first discussed in relation to
48 Chevalier, Cacaoyer.
49 W. S. Tudhope, ‘The development of the cocoa industry in the Gold Coast and Ashanti’, Journal of
the Royal African Society, 9, 33, 1909, pp. 34–45; idem, ‘The Gold Coast industry’, paper presented at
the Third International Congress of Tropical Agriculture, London, 1917.
50 W. S. Tudhope, L’industrie du cacao a` la Gold Coast, Paris: Augustin Challamel, 1919. The article in
French is accompanied by an additional note by M. Luc, Director of Colonial Agriculture, who criticized
Tudhope for being too critical of native production.
51 See for example Andre´ Ringoet, ‘Collaboration agricole d’entreprises europe´ennes et de planteurs
indige`nes’, paper presented at the VII Congre´s International d’Agriculture tropical et subtropical, Paris,
1937; ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1929, p. clxvi.
52 Regarding the valuing of the native plantations see, for example, Colonie de la Coˆte d’Ivoire,
De´veloppement de la culture du cacaoyer au 31 de´cembre 1915, Bingerville: Imprimerie du
Gouvernement, 1916; Franc¸ois Main, ‘Ame´lioration des produits: se´chage du cacao, extraction de l’huile
de palme, choix et se´lection des semences’, paper presented at the VI Congre´s International
d’Agriculture tropical et subtropical, Paris, 1931.
53 ICI, Compte rendu de la session tenue a` Paris les 17, 18 et 19 mai 1921, Brussels: ICI, pp. 224 and 236.
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the development of cotton farming in Africa. For several decades, the English, French, and
German textile industries had been expressing increasing concerns regarding supplies of raw
cotton. The suspension of American exports during the civil war in the 1860s, followed by
the rapid growth of the textile industry in both the United States and Japan, suggested that
supplies might decline, leading to competition over imports. In the UK, France, and Ger-
many, associations were created to promote cotton farming in the colonies. In every associ-
ation, a faction favourable to indigenous agriculture appeared, which found strong support
in colonial administrations.54
The link was once again discussed in France during the Congre`s d’Agriculture Coloniale,
held some months before the end of the First World War, in May 1918. The Congress was
organized by the Union Coloniale Franc¸aise, under the Presidency of Joseph Chailley-Bert
and its proceedings were edited by Daniel Zolla.55 Unlike previous French colonial con-
gresses, this one included a session on native agriculture. Its reporter, Odet Denys, summar-
ized the discussion by saying:
Financial difficulties created by the war, and that will outlive the war for several years,
give us an urgent need to limit our foreign payments. A methodical, constant, and vig-
orous development of our colonial territories would help us considerably to reach this
goal. This report aims to shed light on the role native agriculture could play in such a
development, and to study the proper measures to make it thrive.56
The arguments in favour of native agriculture gave rise to speeches in defence of strong
public intervention. The survey conducted by De Wildeman in 1929 aimed at making an
inventory of political measures needed to ‘develop native agriculture’, and its summary prim-
arily consisted of a presentation of these measures. In conclusion, De Wildeman asserted that
‘Given the importance of agriculture, both capitalist and native, for the economic future of
the colonies, and the particular need to promote the efforts of the native population called
on to become genuine producers, an agrarian policy must be organized.’ This was followed
by a long list of the administrative units to be created in both the motherland and the colon-
ies, such as scientific, veterinary, forestry, and phytopathology departments. Among the
actions to be undertaken were the issuing of individual property deeds, the creation of
experimental units, the standardization of product quality, seed quality control, and support
for cooperatives. This text made many references to the Dutch experience in Indonesia,
which was presented as a model to be duplicated, and provided a rationale for public inter-
vention, which was portrayed as essential to the development of ‘native’ agriculture.57
54 See, for example, the speech made in 1903 by Ernest Roume, governor general of the French West Africa
Federation to the Association Cotonnie`re Coloniale, quoted in Richard L. Roberts, Two worlds of
cotton: colonialism and the regional economy in the French Soudan, 1800–1946, Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1996, p. 85; or the answer of Sir Hugh Clifford to the questionnaire of the Empire
Cotton Growing Committee of Manchester (quoted by Camille Janssen in ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1921,
p. 236).
55 Union Coloniale Franc¸aise, ‘Compte rendu des travaux’, paper presented at the Congre`s d’Agriculture
Coloniale, Paris, 1920.
56 Odet Denys, ‘Du roˆle de l’agriculture indige`ne dans les colonies d’exploitation: e´tude sur l’Afrique
Occidentale franc¸aise et Madagascar’, doctoral thesis, Faculte´ de Droit de l’Universite´ de Paris, 1917,
p. 4.
57 See, for example, the speech by Guy de la Motte Saint Pierre in ICI, Compte rendu . . . 1929, p. 178.
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Thus, the defence of indigenous farmers also, and perhaps above all, served to promote
administrative action founded on science. In the final paragraph of his conclusion, De
Wildeman asserted that: ‘Science here as everywhere is the foundation of the edifice to be
built – with courage and perseverance – for the moral and economic welfare of both the
colonized and the colonizer.’ This was despite the weak role played by official measures
in the success stories emphasized by the very promoters of ‘native agriculture’, such as cocoa
in the Gold Coast or groundnuts in Senegal. Nevertheless, public action was presented as
essential by most of the supporters of ‘native agriculture’, mainly because, despite past
results, they wanted to transform the sector into an ‘intensive and rational’ activity. Accord-
ing to De Wildeman: ‘An improved and intensified crop farmed by natives must be super-
vised – this is absolutely essential!’58
Since the very first ICI debates on ‘native agriculture’, the use of constraint had been
questioned. The 1899 session provided an opportunity for an in-depth discussion of
Johannes van den Bosch’s Cultivation System in early nineteenth-century Java, leading to
both objective evaluations of the advantages and disadvantages of the system, and to strong
condemnations. Chailley-Bert, an expert on Java, excelled in this delicate operation. Assert-
ing that most French colonial establishments recommended applying the Cultivation Sys-
tem, he emphasized his liberal convictions to better justify the use of coercion. The
abundance of resources generated for the Netherlands, the allegedly prosperous situation
of the Javanese at the end of the nineteenth century, and their supposed attachment to their
‘European chiefs’ were all cited as positive results. This enabled Chailley-Bert to conclude
one of his speeches by saying:
All in all, this Van den Bosch system did not have any bad results for the natives. I do
not defend it, I do not even think that it is to be recommended today, but it is a sign
that the natives are sometimes incapable of taking certain initiatives alone and that, in
certain cases, it is perhaps not a bad thing that the state replace them in the beginning.
In the light of a tendency to legitimize constraint at that time, the reservations and pre-
cautions adopted to discuss the Cultivation System were somewhat surprising. One might
have expected a majority of speeches to be openly favourable to its introduction in the
African colonies. Doubtless this situation should be interpreted in relation to the presence
of Fransen van de Putte in the ICI’s founding group, and to the active participation in its
activities of several other liberal politicians previously engaged in fighting the Cultivation
System.59
The 1920s saw the return of a much more explicit and active defence of constraint, in
the form of forced cultivation. Officials would now oblige natives to grow specific crops
in a defined area, and, sometimes, to apply specific technologies. The different sessions of
the ICI devoted to native agriculture provided the opportunity for many eminent profes-
sors and high-ranking colonial civil servants to express their faith in ‘coercion’, the obliga-
tion to work’, and ‘administrative pressure’, as the best solutions for improving ‘native
agriculture’.
58 Ibid., p. 146.
59 Bertrand, ‘Histoire’, p. 109.
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Another important aspect of the evolution of the debate was the gradual and increas-
ingly frequent appearance of the word paysan (peasant). The Belgians and the French
were especially fond of this word, although in radically different ways. The former believed
that the objective was to transform the ‘native’ into a peasant. This was a recurring idea in
the speeches and writings of De Wildeman. One of the aims was the adoption of a sedentary
lifestyle by populations perceived to be nomadic, whose agricultural practices destroyed for-
estry reserves and the value of the land. It was also a question, as stated by Louis Franck, a
former Belgian colonial minister, ‘of little by little encouraging the men to work in the
fields’, rather than leaving agriculture to women.60 From the French point of view, however,
‘natives’ were already peasants, ‘black peasants’. As such, we can speak of the ‘invention of
the African peasant’ by the colonial administration, peasants who predated colonization and
who embodied the profound identity of the continent. Robert Delavignette and Henri
Labouret played a central role in this process.61 According to Monica van Beusekom,
‘they transformed Africans in the colonial rhetoric from natives into peasants . . . This re-
conceptualization of Africans as peasants helped to situate Africans on a ladder of human
development next to the peasants of Europe’s past.’62
The category was indeed taken from European, and more specifically French and Bel-
gian, agricultural debates, but what van Beusekom does not say is that this category was
redefined in debates at the turn of the century. Previously a synonym for savage and unciv-
ilized, the term was henceforth linked to positive values. Pierre Barral, a major historian in
the field of French agrarianism, feels that a turning point in the use and meaning of the word
can be identified around 1905.63 This turning point was noticeable both in the discourse of
the agricultural unions and political parties and in the accounts of writers. Where previously
it had pejorative overtones, the word acquired a positive meaning. The role of peasants was
linked to the defence of the country, and they were contrasted to people without roots, who
invaded the suburbs. Contrary to the notions of Eugen Weber, who opposed peasants to
Frenchmen, Barral and his successors argued that it was as peasants that the rural popula-
tions become part of the nation and the French Republic.64 The practice of according value
to the word ‘peasant’ increased after the First World War, with the expansion of agrarian-
ism to milieus previously alien to it.65 The peasant was supposed to possess all the virtues
necessary for trench warfare, such as physical resistance, patience, and a love of the land.
Although colonial policies in tropical Africa were still far from having taken the ‘native
agriculture turn’ in the 1920s, and policies promoting European plantations continued to be
60 The desire to transform a nomadic people into peasants would leave a lasting impression on Belgian
policy in Congo, with the introduction of ‘native peasantry’ projects from 1936 onwards.
61 See, for example, the speeches of Henri Labouret and Robert Delavignette in the International and Inter-
colonial Congress of the Native Society held in 1931.
62 Monica van Beusekom, ‘Colonisation indige`ne: French rural development ideology at the Office du
Niger’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 30, 2, 1997, pp. 299–323.
63 Pierre Barral, ‘Note historique sur l’emploi du terme ‘‘paysan’’ ’, Etudes Rurales, 21, 1966, pp. 72–80.
64 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: the modernization of rural France, 1870–1914, London: Chatto
& Windus, 1979; Pierre Cornu and Jean-Luc Mayaud, eds., Au nom de la terre: agrarisme et agrariens en
France et en Europe du 19e sie`cle a` nos jours, Paris: Boutique de l’Histoire E´ditions, 2007.
65 Edouard Lynch, ‘La premie`re guerre mondiale: renouvellement et mutations de l’agrarisme franc¸ais’, in
Cornu and Mayaud, Au nom de la terre, pp. 121–34.
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implemented in many places, ICI debates (with their repeated calls for state intervention,
surveillance, and supervision) may be seen as an early form of what Low and Lonsdale
called ‘the second colonial occupation’.66 Besides, the use of the category of peasant to
describe the actual rural population indicated an awareness of the limited resources of the
colonial administration in relation to the indigenous sphere. For example, with regard to
the actions undertaken by colonial agronomists and administrators to modernize groundnut
farming in Senegal, Christophe Bonneuil clearly illustrates the gradual reduction of their
ambitions and a joint process of rehabilitating African agency.67 Anne Phillips demonstrates
the same process with regard to British West Africa.68 In the language of Foucault, we might
say that, as with the category of ‘ethnic group’, the use of the categories of ‘peasantry’ and
‘peasant’ – and the accompanying production of knowledge – contributed to the form of
governance exerted by colonial administrations. In sum, as early as the 1920s, the use of
the ‘peasant’ category by Belgian and French colonialists illustrates a characteristic contra-
diction of colonial (and post-colonial) agricultural policies, with, on the one hand, high
ambitions in term of population control and social and technical changes, and, on the other
hand, limited means to realize these ambitions.
Conclusion
In this article I have examined the discussions that took place within a learned association,
the International Colonial Institute. Throughout the period 1895–1930, there was active
debate involving colonial intellectuals, administrators, and politicians. In three sub-periods,
the stress was on three different methods of handling the issue of labour. In addition, each of
these phases was characterized by a specific relation between the content of the ICI debates
and concrete colonial practices on the ground.
During the entire period, the use of administrative constraint and its legitimacy appear
as permanent features of ICI debates. Associated first with the management of European
plantations, coercion became a means to mobilize native agriculture in accordance with
the conception of colonial administrators regarding good agricultural practice. In addition,
the ICI’s relation to colonial reality evolved from an out-of-date position during the first and
second sub-periods to a precursory one during the third.
In the first phase (1895–1905), ICI debates remained deeply marked by the experience of
the ‘old colonies’. The dominant theme was the perpetuation and regulation of flows of
Asian indentured labourers intended for European plantations and perceived as being the
best substitutes for African slaves. The debate culminated in 1899 with a session devoted
to examining a draft international convention linking the countries exporting and importing
‘coolies’. However, this session also signalled the end of the debate on indentured labourers.
The draft convention gave rise to nothing more than a list of specifications for regulating the
66 D. A. Low, and John Lonsdale, ‘Introduction’, in D. A. Low and Alison Smith, eds., History of East
Africa, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976, pp. 1–64, quoted in Frederick Cooper, ‘Africa in the world
economy’, African Studies Review, 24, 2/3, 1981, pp. 1–86.
67 Christophe Bonneuil, ‘‘‘Pe´ne´trer l’indige`ne’’: Arachide, paysans, agronomes et administrateurs coloniaux
au Se´ne´gal (1897–1950)’, Etudes Rurales, 151–2, 1999, pp. 199–223.
68 Anne Phillips, The enigma of colonialism, London: James Currey, 1989.
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work of indentured labourers within each colony. Restrictive measures for leaving India
increased, while migrations outside empires declined. As a result, the ICI could only take
note of the British government’s policy aimed at limiting the rise of Indian nationalism.
This disconnected position of the ICI may be interpreted as an expression of the French
influence within the organization, their position being itself deeply determined by the
experience of the ‘old colonies’.
During the second phase (1905–1918), debates at the ICI were devoted to conditions of
recruitment and employment of ‘native labour’ on European plantations. In the wake of
scandals and international campaigns concerning slavery in the cocoa sector in Sa˜o Tome´
and the treatment of rubber collectors in the Congo, the use of coercion came under close
scrutiny. Whereas force was broadly accepted with a view to obliging labourers to work,
a reformist current, led by Belgians, wanted to prohibit it. However, ICI debates on the
needs of European plantations were almost irrelevant to the realities of African agricultural
exports. On the eve of the First World War, European plantations played a minor role in the
production of agricultural commodities for world markets. Sectors created during the period
of legitimate trade, together with dynamic new indigenous initiatives, such as cocoa farming
in the Gold Coast, dominated the agricultural exports of tropical Africa.
Finally, in the third phase (1918–1930) following the First World War, the debate
shifted towards the mobilization of native agriculture, first to produce food for the internal
market and then to supply export products. The paucity of labour available to plantations,
the success of indigenous smallholder agriculture, and the desire for a degree of imperial
autarky explain this shift in the debate. The promotion of ‘native agriculture’ was accom-
panied by insistent calls for public intervention. Indigenous farming and agrarian policy
were systematically linked. The supporters of ‘native agriculture’ generally wanted it to
become ‘intensive and rational’. To this end, they argued in favour of large numbers of
European civil servants enlightened by science. In parallel, the use of constraint within the
framework of forced cultivation was back on the agenda, albeit adorned with new legitima-
cies: the welfare of ‘natives’ and imperial autarky. Paradoxically, the discourse of surveil-
lance, supervision, and constraint was accompanied by an increasingly frequent use of the
word ‘peasant’, particularly in Belgian and French circles, albeit with different meanings.
While the Belgian objective was to transform the ‘native’ into a peasant, the French gave
the appellation to existing rural populations, thereby crediting them with qualities worthy
of respect.
Returning to Cooper and Stoler’s question regarding the circulation of ideas between
European colonial powers, the ICI was indeed used for sharing knowledge on the mobiliza-
tion of labour for export agriculture, but it was also a place where different visions con-
fronted each other. These concerned both the best means of mobilization and the very
identity of the individual to be mobilized in agricultural production. The ICI was initially
very influenced by the French, as illustrated by the role of Chailley-Bert and the use of
French as the institute’s working language. The Germans were also very active as budding
colonialists seeking to learn methods and techniques, but they were also innovators, for
example in the implementation of forms of constrained indigenous agriculture. With the
abolition of the Congo Free State, Belgians took the lead, first defending a clear condemna-
tion of the use of force in the recruitment of native labour, and later supporting indigenous
farming. The Belgian Congo became a field of experimentation for the ‘native agriculture’
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approach, including the use of forced cultivation, population resettlement, cooperatives, and
agronomic research. The Belgians received support from the Dutch, who were still influ-
enced by their own colonial scandal, the Cultivation System in Indonesia, dating back sev-
eral decades.
In contrast, British members of the ICI seemed to be almost absent from the debates.
During the first phase, when the ICI’s main objective was to draft an international conven-
tion on indentured labour, such absenteeism may be explained by not wishing to be
involved in a process aimed at reducing Britain’s freedom of action in India. However,
the British silence endured during the subsequent two phases. This could be seen as the
expression of a more general attitude regarding international colonial debates. According
to Andrew Roberts, ‘By and large, Britain’s imperial circles showed remarkably little inter-
est in other colonial systems. The French and the Germans were less parochial.’69
Benoit Daviron is a researcher in political economy at the CIRAD (Montpellier, France).
He works on the history of global agricultural markets.
69 Andrew Robert, ‘The imperial mind’, in Andrew D. Robert, ed., Cambridge history of Africa, from 1905
to 1940, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986, p. 59.
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